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Two Dimensions of Union Commitment Based on the Theory of 
Reasoned Action: Cross-cultural Comparison 
 
Sarosh Kuruvilla 
School of Industrial and Labor Relations, Cornell University 
Magnus Sverke 
The Swedish Center for Working Life 
  
Following Friedman and Harvey's (1986) call for additional theory development of the union commitment 
construct, this study applies the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975) to the study of union commitment. The theory is tested using questionnaire data from diverse 
samples of 1,914 professional union members from Sweden and 1,088 blue-collar union members from 
the United States of America. Confirmatory factor analysis results of LISREL 7 indicate support for the 
two dimensions of union commitment posited by the theory - Union Attitudes and Opinions, and Pro-
Union Behavioural Intentions. The construct validity of the dimensions is demonstrated through 
correlational data. The similarity of results across the diverse samples provides evidence of cross-cultural 
generalisability of the dimensions, and suggests support for the application of the theory of reasoned 
action to union commitment research. 
 
Two Dimensions of Union Commitment 
 
The interest in the structure of the union commitment construct began with a study conducted by 
Gordon, Philbot, Burt, Thompson, and Spiller (1980). Based on earlier work on organisational 
commitment (Dubin, Champoux, & Porter, 1975; Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982), Gordon et al (1980) 
defined union commitment as the extent to which an individual (a) has a strong desire to remain a 
member of the union; (b) is willing to exert high levels of effort on behalf of the union, and; (c) believes 
in and accepts the goals of the union. In their study of United States white-collar workers, Gordon et al 
(1980) developed a 484-item measure of union commitment and identified four dimensions of the 
concept: Union Loyalty, Willingness to Work for the Union, Responsibility to the Union, and Belief in 
Unionism. 
 While the four-dimensional structure introduced by Gordon et al (1980) has been supported in 
numerous replicating studies (eg Gordon, Beauvais, & Ladd, 1984; Ladd, Gordon, Beauvais, & Morgan, 
1982; Tetrick, Thacker, & Fields, 1989; Thacker, Fields, & Tetrick, 1989) other studies (eg Fullagar, 1986; 
Klandermans, 1986; Mellor, 1990) have uncovered different factor structures. For example, based on a 
re-analysis of the Gordon et al (1980) data, Friedman and Harvey (1986) suggested that union 
commitment is best represented by two dimensions, namely Union Attitudes and Opinions, and Pro-
Union Behavioural Intentions. 
 Noting that their two-factor solution did not "easily mesh" with the theoretical view of union 
commitment suggested by Gordon et al (1980), Friedman and Harvey (1986) called for additional theory 
development of the union commitment construct as well as for further psychometric modification of the 
Gordon et al (1980) questionnaire (cf Gallagher & Strauss, 1991). While several researchers have 
answered Friedman and Harvey's (1986) call for additional refinement of the Gordon et al (1980) 
questionnaire (eg Fullagar, 1986; Klandermans, 1986; Ladd et al, 1982; Tetrick et al, 1989; Thacker et al, 
1989), their call for additional theory development of union commitment is, as yet, not completely 
answered. 
 Given the current controversy over the number of dimensions of the concept, additional theory-
based approaches to the study of union commitment are justified for several reasons. First, as Walkey 
and McCormick (1985) note, the best choice of number of dimensions of any construct should be 
obtained from some theoretically derived source. Second, once a theoretical basis for union 
commitment is established, a theory-based approach permits the researcher to test the ability of a 
hypothesised structure to fit the data, unlike much of the previous research that has relied mainly on 
exploratory factor analysis. Finally, it provides a stable means for meaningful comparisons of factor 
structures across different samples and cultures. Currently, with a few exceptions (eg Tetrick, Note 5), 
researchers generally uncover differing dimensions of union commitment in diverse settings by means 
of exploratory factor analysis, but are unable to draw firm conclusions as to why the factors of union 
commitment differ across samples and national/cultural boundaries.  
 A crucial issue in the number-of-dimensions debate concerns the fact that the factors of union 
commitment deal with different dimensions of time. The Gordon et al (1980) definition of union 
commitment as well as its original source - the predominant definition of organisational commitment 
(Dubin et al, 1975; et al 1982) - both include attitude components as well as desire-to-remain-a-member 
and willingness-to-exert- extra-efforts components. As Mathieu and Zajac (1990) note, the issue of 
whether these "desire components" are distinguishable from other variables like, for example, 
behavioural intentions, warrants further examination. It seems, therefore, desirable to distinguish the 
attitudinal process nature of commitment from its outcome dimensions (Guest & Dewe, 1991; Sverke, 
Note 3). 
 
The Theory of Reasoned Action 
 
 The theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) constitutes an 
interesting theoretical guideline for obtaining a more parsimonious factorial representation of union 
commitment. Since union commitment has been conceptualised as an attitude (eg Fullagar & Barling, 
1987), an application of the Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) attitudinal theory to making decisions on the 
dimensionality of union commitment seems justified. A fundamental underpinning of the theory is the 
assumption that human beings are rational; before people act, they make systematic use of information 
available to them and consider the consequences of their actions, and then they decide either to engage 
or not to engage in social action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p. 5). 
 The theory of reasoned action is based on the distinction drawn between the three components 
of any attitudinal construct, cognition, affect, and conation (Allport, 1935). In Fishbein and Ajzen's 
(1975) framework, these components translate into beliefs, attitudes, and intentions. Briefly, according 
to the theory, beliefs lead to the formation of attitudes; attitudes - along with subjective norms, ie, the 
tendency to conform to the opinions of salient others - lead to the formation of intentions to perform 
various behaviours; intentions, then, are the immediate determinants of action. Consequently, attitudes 
are general predispositions; they do not predispose individuals to perform specific behaviours, but 
rather lead to sets of behavioral intentions (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p. 5). 
 The distinction between beliefs and attitudes is, however, more theoretical than practical. More 
specifically, Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) argue that measures of beliefs will often yield results similar to 
measures of attitudes since both concepts are usually assessed by direct self reports. As Bern (1965; 
1972) suggests, measures of beliefs and attitudes are usually self-descriptive verbal responses, which 
are influenced by both external and internal stimuli. One source of these stimuli for attitudinal 
responses is the person's opinions and behaviour, as well as the context in which these occur. Thus, in 
effect, the beliefs and attitudes that an outsider would attribute to the individual are functionally 
equivalent in that both sets of statements are inferences from the same evidence. Therefore, as long as 
the assessment instruments use self report measures, in practical terms there are only two components 
to an attitudinal sphere: beliefs/attitudes and behavioural intentions. 
 The separation of attitudes from intentions in commitment research has received both 
theoretical and empirical support. For example, it has been suggested that the definition of commitment 
should leave out the intentions and, instead, focus on the psychological attachment to the organisation 
(O'Reilly & Chatman, 1986) or the identity with the organisation (Guest & Dewe, 1991). Further, 
although Friedman and Harvey (1986) in their re-analysis of the Gordon et al (1980) data did not 
explicitly examine the theory of reasoned action, they concluded that they "would expect the Fishbein 
model to predict the observed separation of behavioural intentions from the affective and attitudinal 
items" (Friedman & Harvey, 1986, p. 376). Other studies (Klandermans, 1986; Mellor, 1990) have 
provided further support for Friedman and Harvey's (1986) two- dimensional representation of union 
commitment. The theory of reasoned action has also been tested in several areas of the social sciences 
such as union voting behaviour (Montgomery, 1989) and organisational commitment (Horn & Hulin, 
1981; Horn, Katerberg, & Hulin, 1979). 
 
Purpose and Hypotheses 
 
 Utilising the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) to 
model the dimensions of union commitment, the objective of the present study was to examine the 
dimensionality of union commitment. The study also aimed at establishing the construct validity and 
generalisability of the dimensions suggested by the theory. 
 An application of the theory of reasoned action to the study of union commitment suggests 
some testable hypotheses relating to the dimensionality of union commitment and the construct validity 
of these dimensions. First, the theory implies that there are two dimensions of union commitment, one 
being attitudinal and one consisting of behavioural intentions. Second, the theory implies that these two 
dimensions, although related, are in fact distinct constructs. Third, since in the Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) 
framework beliefs are precursors to attitudes, general beliefs about unions should evidence a closer 
relationship with the attitudinal dimension of union commitment than with the intentional dimension. 
Similarly, measures of attitudes (job and union satisfaction) should be more closely related to the 
attitudinal commitment measure relative to the dimension of behavioural intentions. Fourth, since, 
according to the theory of reasoned action, intentions are more strongly related to behaviour than are 
attitudes, the behavioural intentions should evidence a stronger correlation with union directed 
behaviour than with the attitudinal dimension of commitment. 
 We use the confirmatory factor analysis methods of LISREL 7 to test whether the two 
dimensions of union commitment implied by the application of the theory of reasoned action can be 
identified. The validity and generalisability of the dimensions are then examined using conventional 
procedures, but in diverse samples of professional union members from Sweden, and blue-collar postal 
workers from the U.S. The diversity of the samples also distinguishes this study from previous 
approaches in that it provides an opportunity to test a theory, based approach of union commitment 
across national cultures and occupational categories. If the pattern of results is similar across both 
samples, then this will constitute evidence of generalisability of the dimensions of union commitment to 
diverse populations and cultural contexts. 
 
METHOD 
Subjects and Procedure 
 
 Participants in this study were Swedish professionals (affiliated with the Swedish Union 
Federation for Professional Employees, SACO), and letter carriers employed by the U.S. Postal Service 
(affiliated with the National Association of Letter Carriers, NALC). The subjects were randomly selected 
from lists of union members provided by SACO and NALC, and mail questionnaires were distributed to 
2,900 and 2,400 individuals in the Swedish and the U.S. samples respectively. For the Swedish sample, 
translation of the questionnaire was required and the method of translation - back translation was used. 
A cover letter explaining the purpose of the study was sent along with the questionnaire to the subjects 
in both samples. In the Swedish sample, the cover letter from the President of the union requested 
members to cooperate with the survey as it was primarily to be used for "international and comparative 
research purposes"; in the U.S. sample, the letter noted that the survey was required for the union to 
get an idea of member opinions regarding grievances and workplace issues. In both cases, no follow-up 
mailings or contacts were attempted. 
 The response rates were 66 % for the Swedish sample and 45 % for the U.S. sample resulting in 
1,914 and 1,088 usable questionnaires respectively for the two samples. The professionals in the 
Swedish sample represented 26 different occupations such as university professors, doctors, lawyers, 
clergymen, military officers, economists, and psychologists. The mean age of the Swedish sample was 42 
years (SD=14.21) and the average union tenure was 11.8 years (SD=8.63). Of the Swedish respondents, 
59 % were men. In the U.S. sample, the mean age was 37.52 years (SD=12.24) and the average union 
tenure was 12.2 years (SD=8.8). Males comprised 87 % of the U.S. sample. 
 Measures 
 
 Largely similar questionnaires were used in both samples although there were minor variations 
in some of the items in order to take into account cultural and occupational differences between the 
samples, and also some differences between the questionnaires due to limitations set by the unions. 
Besides demographics (age, sex, and union tenure), data were collected about the respondents' beliefs 
about unionism in general, their job and union satisfaction, their union participation, and their union 
commitment. Unless else specified, the variables were measured with Likert-type scales ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Reversed items were recoded prior to analysis and indexes 
were constructed using mean values of the items in the scale. 
 General beliefs about unions. In the Swedish sample, general beliefs about unions were 
measured by nine statements related to the extent to which the respondents agreed that unions are 
instrumental in obtaining wage and benefit increases, increasing job security for their members, are 
harmful to the economy, and are responsible for inflation and breakdown in labour-management 
relationships. The mean was 3.16 (SD=.46) and the reliability estimate (Cronbach's alpha) was .79 for the 
Swedish sample. In the U.S. sample, this variable was measured by a single item concerning the extent 
to which the respondents value unionism in general, a measure that is closely related to beliefs about 
unions. 
 Union satisfaction. In both samples, union satisfaction was measured by multi-item Likert-type 
scales. In the Swedish sample, the scale contained eight statements about the extent to which 
individuals agreed that they were satisfied with the union's performance on various job- related 
dimensions such as pay, benefits, internal member-union relations, efforts to improve the quality of 
work life, and the ability of union officials in carrying out their responsibilities (alpha=.83). The scale 
used in the U.S. sample primarily reflected the respondents' satisfaction with the way union stewards 
carried out various union tasks (alpha=.78). Mean values were 2.97 (SD=.56) and 3.26 (SD=.66) for the 
Swedish and the U.S. sample respectively. 
 Job satisfaction. Shorter versions of the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire were used to 
measure job satisfaction. The scale measured the respondents' degree of satisfaction with a number of 
factors related to the job and the responses were made on a 5 point scale ranging from 1 (very 
dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). 13 items were used in the Swedish sample (alpha=.82) while six were 
used in the U.S. sample (alpha=.79). Mean levels of satisfaction were 3.44 (SD=.61) and 3.40 (SD=.75) for 
Swedish and U.S. samples respectively. 
 Union participation. In both samples, a scale comprising eight items was used to assess union 
participation. Respondents were asked to indicate whether during the last year had been involved in any 
of the following activities: attending membership meetings, serving as a union steward, serving as an 
elected branch officer, being a delegate to a union convention, serving on other committees, reading 
union newsletters regularly, voting in union elections, and campaigning in union elections (items were 
coded 0=no, l=yes and summed to create the participation scale). The mean participation level was 1.42 
(SD=.28) for the Swedish sample and 1.08 (SD=.49) for the U.S. sample, while the reliabilities (alpha 
coefficients) were .85 and .70 respectively. 
 Union commitment. Ten Likert-type items partly derived from Gordon et al (1980) were used to 
measure union commitment in both samples. Consistent with the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and with the two dimensional nature of union commitment 
suggested by Friedman and Harvey (1986), the scale was created to reflect two dimensions of union 
commitment, ie Union Attitudes and Opinions, and Pro-Union Behavioural Intentions. Although there 
were minor variations in item wordings across samples (some items were worded negatively in one 
sample and positively in the other), the scale was similar in both surveys. The items are listed in Table 1. 
Cronbach's alpha was .78 in the Swedish sample and .80 in the U.S. sample for the attitudinal dimension, 
and .76 and .70 in the two samples respectively for the intentions dimension. Mean values of the 
attitudinal dimension were 3.41 (SD=.61) for the Swedish sample and 3.70 (SD=.84) for the U.S. sample, 
while the means of the intentions dimension were 3.21(SD=.59) and 3.26 (SD=.66) respectively. 
 
RESULTS 
Dimensionality of Union Commitment 
 
 The confirmatory factor analysis methods provided by LISREL 7 were used to examine the 
hypothesised factor structure to the data. LISREL estimates (maximum likelihood) of the factor loadings 
for the two hypothesised dimensions are reported in Table 1. The factor loadings for both dimensions of 
union commitment showed a similar pattern across the two samples, with most loadings higher than 
.50. The two dimensions explained substantial proportions of variance in both samples; Union Attitudes 
and Opinions accounted for 48% and 50% of the variance in the Swedish and the U.S. samples 
respectively, while the Pro-Union Behavioural Intentions dimension explained 40% and 42% of the 
variance in the two samples respectively. LISREL estimates of the correlations (corrected for 
attenuation) between the two latent factors were .60 for the Swedish sample and .74 for the 
U.S. sample. 
 
 The results of the confirmatory factor analysis are reported in Table 2. For the two-dimensional 
solution, the adjusted goodness-of-fit indicators (AGFI) were .93 for the Swedish sample and .94 for the 
U.S. sample; the normed fit index (NFI) was also high in both samples (.93 and .96 for Sweden and the 
U.S. respectively). On the basis of the criterion that the NFI be greater than or equal to .90 (Bentler & 
Bonett, 1980), the two-factor model indicated excellent fit for both samples. 
 
 Following conventional procedures, the hypothesised two-factor specification was tested 
against a null model specification to establish whether the fit of the hypothesised model was better than 
the fit of the unconstrained null model. The difference between the chi-squares of the two-dimensional 
model and the null model was significant in both samples (X2 (11) = 5319.15, p < .001 for the Swedish 
sample and X2 (11) 4436.16, p < .001 for the U.S. sample), suggesting that the two-dimensional model 
differed substantially from the null model in both samples. 
 In addition, given the high (disattenuated) correlations between the two dimensions in both 
samples, the hypothesised two-factor structure was also tested against a single-factor model 
specification in order to examine whether only one factor underlied the data. In both samples, the AGFI, 
the NFI, the goodness-of-fit index (GFI, and the parsimonious) fit index (PFI) were substantially higher 
for the two-dimensional solution than for the unidimensional solution. Further, the differences in chi- 
squares between the two-dimensional and the unidimensional models were significant for both samples 
(X2 (1) = 820.40, p < .001 for the Swedish sample and X2 (1) = 331.53, p < .001 for the U.S. sample). 
Construct Validity 
 In order to assess the construct validity of the two dimensions of union commitment, the first-
order correlations between the two dimensions and the external attitudinal and behavioural variables 
were examined. As shown in Table 3, general beliefs about unionism showed a stronger correlation with 
Union Attitudes and Opinions (UC ATT) in both samples (r = .64 for the Swedish sample and r = .63 for 
the U.S. sample) relative correlation with to the lower Pro-Union Behavioural Intentions (UCINT) in both 
samples (r = .37 and r = .49 for Sweden and the U.S. respectively). Likewise, union satisfaction evidenced 
a stronger relationship with the attitudinal dimension (r = .54 for the Swedish sample and r =.73 for the 
U.S. sample) than with the intentional dimension (r =.18 and r = .37 for Sweden and the U.S., 
respectively) of union commitment in both samples. In contrast, the attitudinal work-related external 
variable used in this study - job satisfaction - was only weakly related to the attitudinal dimension of 
union commitment. While job satisfaction was not significantly related to the Pro-Union Behavioural 
Intentions dimension in the U.S. sample, it evidenced a negative relationship with the same variable in 
the Swedish sample. Hotelling's statistic tests revealed that the correlations with the two union 
commitment dimensions differed significantly for all external variables. 
 
 
 In both samples, the behavioural external variable - union participation - was more closely 
related to Pro-Union Behavioural Intentions (r = .57 for the Swedish sample and r = .54 for the U.S. 
sample) than to Union Attitudes and Opinions (r = .32 and r = .44 for Sweden and the U.S., respectively). 
To further examine the relationship between union participation and the two dimensions of union 
commitment, union participation equations for both samples were estimated with all other variables in 
the study as independent variables. The result of these equations shows that - after controlling for the 
effect of Pro-Union Behavioural Intentions - the coefficcient for Union Attitudes and Opinions was non-
significant in predicting union participation in the U.S. sample, while it was weakly significant (p < .05) in 
the Swedish sample. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
 Consistent with our first hypothesis, the confirmatory factor analysis results render support for 
the two dimensions of commitment identified by the application of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) to the study of union commitment. Further, the similarity of 
results across the samples suggests that the two-dimensional solution has generality over 
diverse occupations and different national settings. Although Swedish and U.S. unions differ in 
terms of their goals, structures, and strategies (Abrahamsson, Note 1; Ahlen, Note 2; Kjellberg, 
1983), these differences apparently do not translate into differences in the factor structure of 
union commitment as suggested by the Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) framework. 
 However, we do not argue that these two factors alone necessarily represent union 
commitment. While the ten union commitment items used in this study were created to reflect only the 
two dimensions identified by the theory of reasoned action, alternative theories may suggest different 
numbers of dimensions. For example, it has been suggested that the definition of commitment ought to 
focus only on identity with the organisation (Guest & Dewe, 1991), or on value rationality-based and 
instrumental rationality-based commitment (Sverke, Note 2). Further, an extended set of items like, for 
instance, the commonly used 30-item version of the Gordon et al (1980) scale, might have created 
different factor structures. 
 Although the purpose of our study was to examine the applicability of the theory of reasoned 
action to union commitment research, a limitation of the study is the inability to test for more than two 
factors, rendering comparisons with previous studies problematic. The theory of reasoned action 
presents a theoretical basis for understanding union commitment that differs from previous work on the 
topic (eg Gordon et al, 1980; Tetrick et al, 1989). Future research must, therefore, further examine the 
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) theory in the union commitment context. 
 Nevertheless, the results of the present study are consistent with the two-dimensional solution 
suggested by Friedman and Harvey (1986) and also reported by Klandermans (1989) and Mellor (1990). 
Further, the differing correlations between the union commitment dimensions on one hand, and the 
external variables on the other, indicate support for the discriminant validity of the two dimensions. As 
predicted in our second hypothesis, the two dimensions of union commitment, although related, appear 
to be distinct constructs. 
 As expected, in both samples the union-related attitudinal variables were more closely related 
to the attitudinal dimension of union commitment than to the dimension of intentions. Although no 
examinations of causal relationships were attempted, a priori interpretations of the findings suggest 
that general beliefs about unions and satisfaction with the unions increase attitudes of commitment to 
the union, while to a lesser extent influencing the Pro-Union Behavioural Intentions. 
 In contrast to previous results (eg Gordon et al, 1980), job satisfaction - the attitudinal work-
related variable used in this study - was, only weakly related to the attitudinal dimension of union 
commitment. Consistent with our third hypothesis, job satisfaction was not significantly related 
to the intentions dimension of commitment in the U.S. sample; unexpectedly, however, it 
evidenced a negative relationship with the same variable in the Swedish sample. While this 
relationship was weak and significant only on the 5% level, a very cautious interpretation 
suggests that Swedish union members may be more willing to work for their union if they are 
dissatisfied with their jobs, indicating that they are likely to view the union as instrumental in 
alleviating job dissatisfaction, or suggesting that dissatisfied members may be more likely to 
turn to active union work. In sum, our third hypothesis developed from the theory of reasoned 
action receives partial, but not complete, support. 
 Consistent with our fourth hypothesis, union participation was more strongly related to the Pro-
Union Behavioural Intentions dimension than to the attitudinal dimension of union commitment. This 
was true for both samples. However, the significant correlations between the attitudinal union 
commitment dimension and union participation noted in both samples contradicts the theory of 
reasoned action; according to Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), attitudes should affect participation only 
through behavioural intentions. The correlations between union participation and the attitudinal 
commitment dimension found in both samples, therefore, indicate that attitudes may influence 
behaviour through intentions as well as directly. 
 However, after controlling for the effect of the intentions dimension, the results of the union 
participation equations indicate that the attitudinal dimension of union commitment was only weakly 
significant in predicting union participation in the Swedish sample and non-significant in the U.S. sample. 
This suggests that for Swedish union members, attitudes of union commitment appear to impact 
participation through intentions as well as directly, although the direct effect is very small. In effect, the 
results suggest that only the dimension of intentions is really important in predicting behaviour (cf Horn 
et al, 1979). 
 The advantage of applying the theory of reasoned action to the study of union commitment - 
apart from providing guidelines for a decision on the dimensionality, and apart from providing a stable 
basis for comparisons of dimensions across different samples - is that it highlights the processes 
underlying the formation of attitudes of commitment. Beliefs are combined with information about the 
union to develop attitudes of union commitment; attitudes along with subjective norms then influence 
behavioural intentions, and through intentions, influence behaviour (c/Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein 
& Ajzen, 1975). The theory 
 presents a more dynamic view of union commitment and its formation relative to the more static 
definitions and models of the concept that have been the basis of much of the research up to now. 
 However, future research needs to study the processes underlying the formation of union 
commitment in more detail. Forthcoming studies would benefit from including an extended set of 
variables and should at least include subjective norms to allow for a test of the full Fishbein and Ajzen 
(1975) model. Although the present results correspond to the predictions made by the theory and 
appear generalisable across cultures and occupations, our findings need to be replicated, preferably in a 
longitudinal setting, before any firm conclusions as to causal directions can be made. 
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